SELF AS AGENT

Authored by
mohammad looti

October 24, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). SELF AS AGENT. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=55442

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=55442
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=55442
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

SELF AS AGENT

SELF AS AGENT

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Social Psychology, Philosophy (Metaphysics and
Ethics)

1. Core Definition

The concept of the Self as Agent refers to the executive, active, and functional aspect of the
human self. It is the facet of the psyche responsible for initiation, choice, and control, distinguishing
itself as the subject (the 'l') that acts upon the world, rather than the object (the 'Me") that is known
or observed. This agentic function encompasses the capacity for intentional action, the formulation
of plans, and the determination of behavior necessary to realize chosen goals. It is fundamentally
concerned with the individual's ability to exert influence over life circumstances, ensuring that
actions are internally driven and purposive rather than merely reactive or externally compelled.

In contemporary psychological literature, particularly within personality and social psychology, the
Self as Agent is understood as the engine of self-regulation and motivation. It involves the
cognitive processes--such as forethought, planning, and evaluation--that allow an individual to
transcend immediate environmental pressures and operate according to long-term objectives and
moral standards. The agentic self is not static; it is a dynamic system that develops and refines its
capabilities through experience, reflection, and feedback, continuously seeking congruence
between internal aspirations and external outcomes. The strength of this agency is often correlated
with measures of psychological resilience and well-being, as individuals with strong agency
perceive themselves as capable of overcoming obstacles and shaping their own destinies.

Crucially, the recognition of the Self as Agent provides the necessary psychological foundation for
concepts such as responsibility, volition, and self-determination. Without this active component, the
self would be reduced to a collection of traits, memories, and social roles--the '‘Me'--lacking the
capacity for change or self-creation. Therefore, the agent is the source of behavioral variability and
creativity, enabling individuals to deviate from predictable patterns and engage in novel, problem-
solving behaviors. This active stance contrasts sharply with purely mechanistic views of human
behavior, positing that individuals are not merely reactors to stimuli but proactive constructors of
their personal realities.

2. The Dualistic Self: Agent vs. Object

The distinction between the self as agent and the self as object provides a fundamental framework
for understanding the structure of the self. The Self as Agent, or the 'l," is the knowing,
experiencing, and willing subject--the subjective consciousness that initiates action. It is intangible,
experienced internally, and perpetually engaged in the process of living. Conversely, the Self as
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Object, or the 'Me,' represents the self that can be known, evaluated, and described. This includes
one's physical characteristics, personality traits, social roles, reputation, and accumulated
memories. While the 'I' acts, the 'Me' is acted upon or reflected upon; the agent performs the
observation, and the object is the content of that observation.

The interactive dynamic between these two facets is essential for psychological functioning. The
agent uses information gathered from reflecting upon the objectified self (the 'Me") to plan future
actions. For instance, if the 'Me' is evaluated as lacking in a certain skill, the 'I' (the agent) initiates
the goals and learning behaviors necessary to improve that skill. This feedback loop of reflection
and action is the core mechanism of personality development and self-improvement. Psychologists
often examine dysfunctions in this relationship, such as when an individual lacks sufficient agentic
capacity to act on the negative self-evaluations derived from the 'Me' component, leading to inertia
or feelings of helplessness.

Furthermore, the Self as Agent is heavily involved in social interaction. The agent must constantly
monitor its behavior in relation to social norms and expected roles (aspects of the 'Me") and adjust
its actions accordingly to maintain social acceptance or achieve specific interpersonal goals. This
strategic engagement highlights the agent's role as a manager of social presentation and goal
fulfillment within a complex social landscape. The ability to differentiate the 'I' from the 'Me' is a
hallmark of mature self-awareness, enabling the individual to recognize that while their observable
characteristics (the 'Me') may be fallible or constrained, their capacity for choice and initiation (the
'l') remains a constant, potent force.

3. Historical Roots: The Jamesian Framework

The formal psychological articulation of the Self as Agent originates primarily from the work of
American philosopher and psychologist William James in his seminal 1890 work, The Principles of
Psychology. James provided the foundational distinction between the 'l' and the 'Me,' laying the
groundwork for virtually all subsequent self-theories. James defined the 'I' as the pure ego, the
stream of consciousness, and the active principle of personal identity--the "stream of thought." This
'I' is the subjective experience of willing and knowing, inherently agentic and temporally
continuous.

James argued that the 'l,' or the subject of experience, is what gives unity and continuity to the self.
It is the agent that owns thoughts and actions, asserting psychological responsibility. Although
James recognized the difficulty in empirically studying the 'I' due to its transient and subjective
nature, he insisted on its critical importance. He posited that the 'I' is experienced introspectively as
the feeling of activity, the sense of effort, and the capacity for attention and selection--all hallmark
functions of agency. This historical perspective remains vital because it established agency not as
an optional addition to the self, but as its very core, the necessary precondition for personal
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experience.

Following James, the concept of agency was integrated and refined across various schools of
thought. Humanistic psychologists, such as Carl Rogers, emphasized the inherent human drive
toward self-actualization, which is fundamentally an agentic process involving choice,
responsibility, and the realization of one's potential. Existential philosophers similarly championed
the agentic nature of the self by focusing on radical freedom and the burden of creating meaning
through one's choices. Thus, the Jamesian duality served as a necessary intellectual precursor,
ensuring that the self was never viewed merely as a passive recipient of experience but always as
an active participant in its construction.

4. Key Components of Agency (The Executive Functions)

Modern theories, particularly Albert Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory, have meticulously detailed

the specific processes inherent in the Self as Agent. Bandura delineated a quartet of core agentic
features that allow individuals to operate as proactive self-organizers and self-regulators.

Intentionality: This is the active, forward-looking commitment to bring about future action.
Intentionality involves more than mere anticipation; it requires planning, goal setting, and a
deliberate focus on the desired outcome. It transforms vague wishes into concrete aims that guide
behavior.

Forethought: This component involves temporal extension, allowing the agent to anticipate
probable outcomes of actions, set performance standards, and envision future possibilities.
Forethought is critical for motivation, as individuals set challenging goals and devise strategies to
manage the consequences of their actions long before they occur.

Self-Reactiveness (Self-Regulation): This refers to the process of motivating and regulating
one's actions toward achieving goals. It includes self-monitoring (tracking progress), performance
evaluation (comparing actions to standards), and self-reward or self-punishment (adjusting effort
based on feedback). It is the mechanism that translates intention into sustained effort.
Self-Reflectiveness: The capacity for self-examination, evaluating one's functioning, and
assessing the adequacy of one's thoughts and actions. This metacognitive ability allows the agent
to modify their belief systems, especially their self-efficacy beliefs, based on past successes and
failures, ensuring continuous learning and adaptation.

These components operate in concert, forming a comprehensive system of personal causation.
For instance, a student with strong agency will use intentionality to set the goal of obtaining a high
grade (forethought), develop a structured study plan (self-reactiveness), and periodically assess
whether their current efforts are sufficient or require adjustment (self-reflectiveness). A breakdown
in any one of these functions can severely impair an individual's ability to act effectively and
achieve desired life outcomes, leading to feelings of external control or resignation.
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5. Agency in Social Cognitive Theory

Albert Bandura's contribution to understanding the Self as Agent is paramount, elevating the
concept from a philosophical distinction to an empirically verifiable set of psychological processes.
Bandura emphasized that human agency is socio-structurally embedded, meaning it operates
within reciprocal causation with environmental and behavioral factors. His concept of agency is
highly influential because it directly links an individual's psychological state--specifically their self-
efficacy--to their capacity to act as an agent.

Self-efficacy, defined as the belief in one's capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce
specific performance attainments, is the foundation of effective agency. If an individual believes
they are capable (high self-efficacy), they are more likely to exert effort, persevere through
setbacks, and view challenges as mastery opportunities, thereby fulfilling the role of the agent.
Conversely, low self-efficacy diminishes agentic function, leading to avoidance of difficult tasks and
premature resignation in the face of obstacles, regardless of actual skill level. Thus, Bandura
posited that agency is less about inherent power and more about the psychological conviction of
capability.

Bandura further differentiated between forms of agency, recognizing that individuals often exercise
influence collectively. This concept of collective agency refers to the shared belief of a group in its
power to produce desired effects through joint effort. Examples include community organizing,
political movements, or collaborative organizational teams. In such instances, the agentic
capabilities of individuals merge to achieve outcomes that would be impossible alone,
demonstrating that the self as agent is not solely a solitary phenomenon but also a social one,
profoundly influenced by, and capable of influencing, the surrounding social structure.

6. Developmental Trajectory of Self as Agent

The capacity for agentic action is not innate but develops progressively throughout the lifespan,
rooted in early interactions and cognitive growth. During infancy, the initial sense of agency
emerges through the realization of the contingency between one's actions (e.g., crying, reaching)
and external responses. This basic awareness of "l cause that" forms the preliminary template for
intentionality and control, laying the groundwork for a differentiated self.

In early childhood, the growth of the agent is marked by the development of language and the
capacity for symbolic thought, allowing for the articulation of future goals and the understanding of
rules. As children engage in imaginative play and social games, they practice self-regulation and
intentional behavior. Parental responsiveness and the provision of opportunities for autonomous
action (within safe boundaries) are critical environmental factors that foster a strong sense of
personal agency. Environments that are overly controlling or neglectful often inhibit this
development, leading to a diminished sense of internal control and competence.
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Adolescence represents a crucial period where the Self as Agent solidifies. The development of
abstract reasoning allows teenagers to project themselves far into the future, enabling complex
forethought and planning related to career and identity. The agentic functions are tested severely
as adolescents strive for psychological autonomy and independence from parental figures. The
successful negotiation of this period results in a mature agent capable of making life-altering
decisions, managing complex ethical dilemmas, and maintaining self-direction in the face of
conflicting social pressures. Failures to establish a coherent, agentic identity during this stage often
contribute to feelings of drift and indecision in early adulthood.

7. Significance in Motivation and Regulation

The functional role of the Self as Agent is inextricably linked to motivation, particularly through the
framework of Self-Determination Theory (SDT). SDT posits that human beings have three innate

psychological needs: competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Agency is primarily concerned with
the need for autonomy--the need to experience one's actions as self-chosen and self-endorsed.
When actions align with the agent's internal values and goals, motivation is high (intrinsic
motivation), leading to enhanced persistence and performance.

The agent is the primary driver of self-regulation, which involves the complex coordination of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral resources to achieve goals. Effective self-regulation requires
the agent to monitor external environments, anticipate potential obstacles, and employ inhibitory
control to override impulsive or counterproductive urges. This executive function is essential in
diverse domains, from academic achievement (delaying gratification to study) to ethical behavior
(adhering to moral standards despite temptation). Deficits in agentic regulation are often implicated
in clinical issues such as addiction, procrastination, and impulse control disorders.

Furthermore, the agent determines an individual's motivational orientation, influencing whether
they adopt a fixed mindset (believing abilities are static) or a growth mindset (believing abilities can
be developed through effort). A strong agentic belief system supports the growth mindset, fostering
resilience in the face of failure, as setbacks are interpreted as information necessary for refinement
rather than definitive proof of inadequacy. Thus, the agent serves as the psychological mechanism
that transforms internal beliefs about capability into concrete, sustained behavioral effort directed
towards mastery and growth.

8. Further Reading

William James (Wikipedia entry on the influential psychologist and philosopher)
Social Cognitive Theory (Wikipedia entry detailing Bandura's framework, including agency)

Self-Determination Theory (Wikipedia entry on the motivational theory highly related to autonomy
and agency)
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